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INTRODUCTION
Whatmakesagoodconversationalist？Manyyearsago,DaleCamegie（1936）
suggestedthatagoodconversationalistisonewhoisagoodlistenerandwhocanaskgood
questions・Hewrotethatifyoulearntoaskquestionsaboutwhatintereststhepeopleyoutalk
to,andthenlistentotheanswers,thepeopleyouconversewithwillfindyoutobeavery
interestingconversationalist・Why？Simplyput,peoplelovetotalkaboutUlemselvesand
whatintereststhem.Withthisinmind,Ifocusmanyofthefirstsemesterlessonsinmymid-
levelFreshmanEnglish(FE)classesatAsiaUniversity(AU)onhavingstudentscreate
questions.
Thisarticledescribesaprogressiveseriesofclassroomexercisesdesignedtohelp
intermediatelanguagelearnersdeveloptheirabilitytoaskquestions,anddeveloptheir
conversationskills.Theseexercisesareaimedatpromotingspeakingfluency.Theyarenot
focusedonproducingperfectspokengrammar.Sutherland(ascitedinRichard-Amato,
1996)notesthatfluencyandgrammarneednotbetaughtinthesamelesson,especiallyatthe
lowerlevelsoflanguagelearning.Iagreewithhisargument.Swain(ascitedinRichard-
Amato,1996)believesthatspeakingproductiongivesstudentsanopportunityto"testout
hypothesesaboutthetargetlanguage."
InmyFEclasses,thestudentsaretestedongrammarinwrittentestsseveraltimes
throughthesemester,andtheirspeakingfluencyistestedinaspeakingtestattheendofthe
semester・Most,ifnotall,ofmystudentshavestudiedEnglishgrammarinjuniorhighand
highschool.Theexercisesdescribedinthisarticle,however,areaimedatassistingthe
studentsinusingthelanguagetheyalreadyknow,versusteachingthemnewgrammar.My
goalistobuildthespeakingconfidenceofthestudents.
Theseexercisesprogressfroma)writingquestionsinpairs,throughb)developing
spokenfollow-upquestions,andfinallytoc)individualscarryingonextendedconversations
withapartner.Initially,studentshavethesupportofapartnerandtimetopreparequestions.
Asthesemesterprogresses,theylearntocreatetheirownquestionsspontaneouslyandcarry
onconversationswithanotherstudentinEnglish.
Theprocessofcreatingquestionsisintroducedinthefirstunitofthetextbookforthis
course(Lee,1998).Thefirstquestion-creatingexercisesweuseare丘omthistext・The
remainingexercisesinthisarticleareindependentofthetext・Theyareflexibleenoughthat
theycouldbeusedwithanysubjectmatter.Theseexercisesprovidethestudentswith
additionalpracticeinaskingquestionsbeyondwhatisinthetextbook.Initially,wespend
onedayaweekonspeakingexercises.Someoftheseexerciseswilltakeanentire45-minute
period,andothersmaybeusedasashorterlesson,forawarm-up,orasaconcludingexercise.
Wespendthelasttwoweeksofthesemester,afterthestudentshavecompletedtheirwritten
finalexaminationforthiscourse,entirelyonspeakingexercisestopreparethemfortheir
speakingtest.
PARTI:USINGTHETEXTBOOK
Exercise1a)QuestionStarters
Inthefirstunitofourtext,thereareexercisesinwhichstudentpairswritequestions
aboutawomanandherdailyschedule・Thisisthebeginningofourseriesofquestion
creatingexercises.Pairsworktogethertocreatequestionsandaregivenampletimetodoso.
Ononepage,thereisamatrixwiththeEnglishquestionwords:why,who,what,how,when,
andwhere.Studentsusethesewordsaspromptstostimulatetheprocessofcreating
questions.Iaskthemtoinclude:which,do,is,andcan.Forthisclass,andtherestofthe
semester,Iwritethesetenwordsontheboardforeveryclasssessioninwhichweworkon
speakingandconversationexercises.Ialsoexpandthelisttoincludeothertensesorformsof
thesewords,suchas:can/could;be:is/are/was/were;howlong/howmany/howmuch,etc.,for
additionalhelptogetstudentsstarted.However,asthesemesterprogresses,Ishortenthislist
totheoriginaltenwords.
Exercise1b)WritingQuestionsAboutPictures
AnothertextbookexercisefromUnitIhasstudentswritefivequestionsabouta
pictureinthebook・Ilengthenthisexerciseanduseitforone45-minuteclass.Iaskgroups
towriteasmanyquestionsastheycanthinkofabouttheirassignedpicture・Studentsusethe
above-mentionedlistofquestionwordstohelpthemwritetheirquestions.Neartheendof
theperiod,studentsineachgrouptaketurnsreadingtheirquestionstotheclass.These
student-generatedquestionscouldbeusedforafollowinggrammarlesson,duringanother
classperiod,ifdesired.
PART2:BEYONDTHETEXTBOOK
Exercise2a)WritingQuestionsWithaPartner
Inthisexercise,studentsworkinpairsandwritethreequestionsonagiventopic・I
findthatgeneraltopicsarebest,becausetheyallowformanytypesofquestions.Topicscan
bechosenthatrequiretheuseofcertaingrammar,suchaspastorfuturetenses.Withmy
levelofstudents,andwithourfocusonfluency,questionsinthesimplepresentandsimple
pasttensesarequiteacceptable.Thehigher-levelstudentsinmyclasseswilloftenusemore
complicatedgrammar.Studentstaketurnsreadingtheirquestionstotheclasswhenfinished.
Ithengivestudentsanewtopicandtheyrepeattheexercise.
Exercise2b)WritingQuestionsWithaPartner,StepTwo
Anexpansionof2a),above,istohavepairswritetenquestionsusingeachoftheten
questionwordsontheboardaboutagiventopic,oraboutapictu1℃i.Igivethemplentyof
timetodothis,andgivethemassistancewhentheyneedit.Whenfinished,studentsshare
theirquestionswiththeclass.
Iremindthestudentsthattheycanuseanyofthesequestionwordswithanytopic.
andthatintheirnativelanguage,theywouldprobablybeabletodothisquitequicklyand
easily.Asamodel,Ichooseanewtopicandmakeaquestionwitheachquestionwordlisted
ontheboard,asIpointtoit.
EXERCISE3:"QUESTIONSFORJOE"
Exercise3a)PairsCreatingSpokenQuestions
Thestudentsnowbegintoaskquestionswithoutfirstwritingthemdown・They
continuetohavethesupportofworkingwithapartner.Pairsworktogethertoaskmeone
questiononatopicthatIhavewrittenontheblackboard.1beginbywriting:"Questionsfor
Joeabout: "ontheboard.Iusuallybeginwithasimpletopicthatstudentsfeel
comfortabletalkingabout,suchasfood,sports,etc.Asstudentsgetusedtotheexercise.
askthemtochoosetheirowntopic.Igivestudentstwominutestothinkaboutpossible
questionsaboutthetopic,andtochoosewhowillaskthefirstquestion・Itellpairstoaskme
theirquestionsothatthewholeclasscanhear.Ianswerandthenaskanotherpair.Ichoose
pairsrandomlytomaintainstudentattention.Ifstudentsheartheirchosenquestionaskedby
anotherpair,theymustthendecideonanotherquestion.Imodelcorrectgrammarby
repeatingthequestionsthatIhear,andworkverballywithstudentsthatarehavingtrouble
formulatingaparticularquestion.Iremainflexibleandacceptnearlyallquestionsthatthe
studentsgenerate.Again,ourfocusisonthestudentsbeingabletocommunicatetheirideas.
Havingapartnertohelpthemthinkofaquestionhelpstolowerstudents'anxietyatthisearly
stageofourquestioningsessions.Ina45-minuteclassperiod,thereisusuallytimeto
completethisexercisewithatleasttwodifferenttopics.Thesecondtimethroughthe
exercise,Iwillaskthesecondstudentineachpairtoaskmethequestion.
EachtimeIrepeatthisexercise,Iliketoallowalittlelesstimeforstudentstoprepare
theirquestions.Iamusuallypleasantlysurprisedwithhowquicklytheypickuptheexercise
andareabletocomeupwithoriginalquestions.
Exercise3b)IndividualsCreatingSpokenQuestions
Eachstudentisnowindividuallyresponsibleforaskingmeaquestion.Iwritethe
topicontheboard,givethemaminuteortwotothinkaboutpossiblequestions,andthen
beginaskingstudentsfortheirquestions.Studentsdonotwritetheirquestions.Ifastudent
hasnotthoughtofaquestionbythetimeIcallonthem,ItellthemthatIwillcomebackto
themlater,andthenIcallonanotherstudent・Allstudentsmustaskmeaquestion・Any
questionthathasnotalreadybeenaskedisacceptable.Byrequiringoriginalquestions.
studentsmustpayattentiontothequestionsthatareaskedsothattheydonotaskaquestion
thathaspreviouslybeenasked.Ifastudentdoesrepeataquestionthatsomeoneelsehas
asked,Iaskthemtothinkofanotherquestion,andreturntothemafterafewminutes.
Ifsomestudentshavetroublethinkingofaquestion,Ireferthemtothequestionword
listandremindthemthattheymayuseanyquestionwordwithanytopic.Isometimesgivea
studentmoretimetothinkandwillgoontoanotherstudentandcomebacktothisstudenta
fewminuteslater.Ithasbeenmyexperiencethatallstudentsinmyclasseshavebeenableto
createaquestioninthisexercisewithouttoomuchdifficulty.
Avariationofthisexercise,whichIuseinaclassofstudentswhoarenotpaying
closeattentiontotheexercise,istobeginthisexercisewithallofthestudentsstanding.
Studentsthenraisetheirhandwhentheyhaveaquestion,andmaysitdownaftertheyaskme
theirquestion．(IfirstlearnedthistechniquefromGinaThurstonatAU.)Thisexercise
worksquitewell.Thestudentsaremotivatedbythefactthatassoonastheyproducea
question,theymaysitdown.Thisaddsalittletensiontotheexercise,butstudentsarestill
givenallthetimetheyneedtoformulatetheirquestions.Thissmallamountofaddedstress
seemstoproduceapositiveresult.Swain(ascitedinRichard-Amato,1996),inherwriting
aboutstudentinteractioninthesecondlanguageclassroom,notedthatastudentmerely
knowingthatheorshewillbeexpectedtospeakmaybea"triggerthatforcesthelearnerto
payattentiontothemeansofexpressionsneededinordertosuccessfullyconveyhisorher
ownmeaning".Conveyingmeaningistheforemostgoaloftheseexercises.
Ihavefoundthatallofmystudentshavebeenabletocontinuallyproducesensible
questionsinthisexercisewhenitispresentedinarelaxedmanner.Iamabletoadjustthe
atmosphereoftheclassbythewayinwhichIanswerthequestions.Ioftenusehumorto
keeptheexerciselighthearted.Thestudentssoongetusedtotheexerciseandgenerallyseem
tohavefunwithitovertime.
EXERCISE4:FOLLOW-UPQUESTIONS
Exercise4a)PairsAskingFollow-upQuestions
Withstudentsinpairs,Ifirstexplaintheterm"Follow-upQuestions."Iwritethe
definition"Afollow-upquestionisaquestionaboutyourpartner'slastanswer"ontheboard.
Iwriteasampletwo-personconversationontheboard,andgiveverbalexamplesofothers.I
modelhowtheoriginaltopicofaconversationmaychangeasnewquestionsareaskedabout
thetopicofthespeaker'slastanswer.
Ithenputstudentsintopairsandasktheclasstogivemeatopic,whichIwriteonthe
board.Iaskthemtothinkforoneortwominutesaboutpossiblequestionsonthistopic,and
todecidewhichstudentineachpairwillaskthefirstquestion.Then,afterthistime,Ibegin
byaskingmyselfasimplequestionaboutthetopic,outloud,forexample"Joe,doyoulike
(topic)?"Ianswerthequestionandthenaskthefirstpairtoaskmeafollow-upquestion.Of
course,onlyonepartnerwillaskmethequestion,butthetwostudentsmaycreatethe
questiontogether.Studentsmaynotaskaquestionthathasalreadybeenasked.Ianswerthis
questionandaskthenextpairtoaskmeafollow-upquestion,andcontinuearoundtheroom
inthismanneruntilallpairshaveaskedmeafollow-upquestion.Ithenaskforanew
subjectandrepeattheexercise,thistimecallingonthepartnerwhodidnotspeaktomethe
firsttime,toaskthequestionthatthepaircreated.
Togetstudentsthinkingaboutquestionsandconversations,Igivethemasimple
homeworkassignment・Iwanttoreinforcetheideathatwhatwearedoingbyaskingfollow-
upquestionsinthisexerciseisreallysomethingthattheyarealreadyknowhowtodo.I
remindthemthattheymostlikelyaskfollow-upquestionseverydayintheirnativelanguage.
Manyofthefollow-upquestionstheyaskinEnglishmaybethesameas,orverysimilarto.
theonestheycommonlyasktheirfriendsintheirownlanguage.Iaskthestudentstolistento
themselvesandtheirfriendstalkintheirnativelanguage,andtothinkaboutthesequestions:
Doyouandyourfifendsaskfbllow-upquestions？Whattypeofquestionsdoyouask？Who
askstheqUestions？Oneperson,orboth伽any？Wediscusstheirobservationsbrieflyatthe
beginningofclassforseveraldaysinarow・Thishomeworkcouldbedoneasawritten
assignment,aswell.
Exercise4b)IndividualsAskingFollow-upQuestions
Thistime,exercise4a),above,isperformedwithindividualstudents,ratherthan
pairs,askingthefollow-upquestions.Bynow,studentsarebecomingcomfortablewith
askingquestionswithlessandlesspreparation・Thisexercisecouldbeusedasawarmupor
endingactivity,orrepeatedseveraltimesforalongerexercise.
EXERCISE5:CONVERSATIONSCHAINS
Exercise5a)AskingaNumberofFollow-upQuestions
Withthisexercise,webeginstudentpairconversationpractice.Thestudentswill
changepartnersthroughouttheclassperiodsothattheyhavetheopportunitytospeakwith
variousstudents.Thisgivesthemtheopportunitytoworkwith,andnegotiatemeaningwith.
manydifferentstudents,andhelpstokeepthemfocused.
Ibeginbyputtingthequestionwordsontheboardandreviewingthenotionthatallof
thesequestionwordsmaybeusedwithanytopic.Ichooseatopicandelicitstudent
questionsusingeachword・Thishelpsthestudentstorememberthatthiscanbedone.If
theyareatalossforanewquestion,theymaychooseanyquestionwordfromthelistand
makeaquestionwithit,nomatterwhatthetopicisthattheyarediscussing.
Ithenputstudentsinrowsoffacingpairs.Ilabelonerow"A"andtheother"B."
Afterstudentshavespokentotheirpartnersforaspecifiedperiodoftime,Irequestonerow
ofstudents(A)tomoveoneseattotheright.Thenewlycreatedpairswillthenbeginthe
exerciseagain.(IfirstlearnedthistechniquefromMichaelandDeeAnneBessatAU
[1999].)
Eachstudentisgivenalistoften"conversationstarter"questions.Theyuseoneof
thesequestionstohelpthemquicklystartanewconversationwhentheychangepartners.I
liketouseamixtureofquestionsonvarioussubjectssothatstudentsmustthinkoffollow-up
questionsinconversationsaboutnumerousdifferenttopics.Thesequestionscouldberelated
totopicsfromthetextortopicspreviouslydiscussedinclass.
IexplainthateachApartneristoasktheirBpartnerquestionnumberone,andthenat
leasttwofollow-upquestions.Istressthattheyshouldstayonthetopicofthisfirstquestion
andtrytocontinuespeakinguntil1tellthemtochangepartners.Iputtheseinstructionson
theboard・Inroughlytwominutes,orwhenIhearthatamajorityofstudentshaveaskedat
leasttwofollow-upquestions,Iaskthemtochangepartners.Then,Bpartnersaskquestion
twoandatleasttwofollow-upquestions,etc.Timepermitting,afterseveralrounds,Iwill
thenrequirestudentstoaskatleastthreefollow-upquestionsforeachquestion.
Exercise5b)TimedConversations
Aprogressionof5a)istochangetherequirementfromacertainnumberoffollow-up
questionstoatimerequirement.Ifirstexplainthatinrealconversationsbetween2people.
bothpartnersoftenaskquestions,andthetopicmaychangeoverthecourseofthe
conversation.1modelaconversationwithastudentinwhichthetopicchangesasIask
questionsthatsteertheconversationtoanewtopic.Iencouragethestudenttoalsoaskme
questionsaswetalk.
IexplaintothestudentsthattheirnewgoalistokeepspeakinginEnglishforone
minute.Iftheirpartnercannotthinkofafollow-upquestion,theyshouldaskhimorhera
questiononthecurrenttopic.Ifthereisalagintheconversation,eitherpartnershouldaska
newquestion.Ialsoremindthemthatthequestions"Andyou?"or"Whataboutyou?"are
acceptablequestionstokeeptheconversationgoing,aslongastheyarenotoverused.
Tobeginwith,studentsaregivenanotherlistofconversationstarterquestions・One
studentaskshisorherpartneraquestion廿omthelist,andthetwostudentstrytokeep
talkingforoneminute,inEnglish.Afterseveralrounds,Iextendthetimerequirementtotwo
minutes.
Exercise5c)NoWrittenQuestions
Thisisafurtherprogression.Thistimestudentsdonotreceivequestionlists.Instead,
IwriteatopicontheboardasIhavedonebefore・PartnerAaskspartnerBanyquestionon
thistopicandthetwotrytokeeptalkingfortwominutes.Thisexerciseisinitiallyless
structuredthanthepreviousone,andisusefultofurtherchallengethestudents'conversatior
skills.
Exercise5d)OnTheirOwn
Infollowinglessons,thetimelimitfortheconversationsisextendedtothreeminutes
atthebeginningoftheperiod,thentofourminutes,andfinallytofiveminutes,changingthe
topiceachtime.Atthisstageinourconversationpractice,IfindthatIamoftencuttingshort
manyconversationswiththelowertimelimits.Fiveminutesofcontinuousconversationin
Englishwithonepartnerisanobtainablegoalformostofmystudents.
KEEPINGSTUDENTSONTASK
Tohelpkeepstudentsfocusedontheconversationexercises,andtokeepthemfrom
speakingintheirnativelanguage,Iremindthem,asnecessary,thattheywillhaveaspeaking
testattheendofthesemesterinwhichtheirgoalwillbetokeepanEnglishconversation
goingfor5minutesinEnglishwiththeirpartner.Iremindthemthattheyhavetoldmethat
theyrarelyspeakEnglishoutsideofclass,soinclassisthebestplaceforthemtopracticefor
theirtest.ThemajorityofmystudentscontinuespeakingEnglishthroughoutmostofthe
conversationexercises.
CONCLUSION
ThisseriesofexerciseshasproventobequitesuccessfulwithmylevelofFEstudents
atAU.Bygraduallybuildingfromwrittenpairworktopairconversations,thestudentsare
giventimeandsupporttohelpthembuildtheirspeakingconfidence.
Asstudentsbecomeaccustomedtotheexercises,Itrytosetthelevelofchallengein
thespeakinglessonsjustbeyondwhatiscomfortableoreasyforthestudents.Researchin
learninganddevelopmentsupportsthisapproach.InsummarizingbothVygotsky'stheoryof
the"ZoneofProximalDevelopment,"andKrashen'stheoryof"i+1,"Richard-Amato
(1996)states,"Learningthenshouldalwaysbeonestepaheadofdevelopment.”
TheexercisesdiscussedinthisarticlemaybetailoredtofitmanyclassesofACTFL
levelnovice-midandabove(Breiner-Sanders,Lowe,Miles,Swender,1999).Designingthe
lessonstobejustbeyondwhatiscomfortableforthestudentsseemstopushthemtonew
levelsofEnglishspeakingability.EachyearthatIhaveusedthisprogressiveapproachto
buildingspeakingconfidence,1havebeenimpressedtohearthemajorityofmynovice-mid
andnovice-highFEstudentscarryingonrelativelynaturalsoundingconversationswitha
partnerforfiveminutes,completelyinEnglish,bytheendofthefirstsemester.
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